Theorising transdisciplinary research encounters: Energy and Illawarra, Australia by Waitt, Gordon R
University of Wollongong 
Research Online 
Faculty of Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities 
- Papers Faculty of Arts, Social Sciences & Humanities 
1-1-2020 
Theorising transdisciplinary research encounters: Energy and Illawarra, 
Australia 
Gordon R. Waitt 
University of Wollongong, gwaitt@uow.edu.au 
Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/asshpapers 
Recommended Citation 
Waitt, Gordon R., "Theorising transdisciplinary research encounters: Energy and Illawarra, Australia" 
(2020). Faculty of Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities - Papers. 253. 
https://ro.uow.edu.au/asshpapers/253 
Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information 
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au 
Theorising transdisciplinary research encounters: Energy and Illawarra, Australia 
Publication Details 
Waitt, G. (2020). Theorising transdisciplinary research encounters: Energy and Illawarra, Australia. In S. M. 
Hall & R. Hiteva (Eds.), Engaging with Policy, Practice and Publics: Intersectionality and Impacts (pp. 
99-118). Bristol, United Kingdom: Bristol University Press. 





Chapter Title: Theorising transdisciplinary research encounters: energy and Illawarra,
Australia
Chapter Author(s): Gordon Waitt
 
Book Title: Engaging with Policy, Practice and Publics
Book Subtitle: Intersectionality and Impacts
Book Editor(s): SARAH MARIE HALL, RALITSA HITEVA
Published by: Bristol University Press, Policy Press. (2020)
Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv138wq7f.10
 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.
 
Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at
https://about.jstor.org/terms
This book is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International License (CC BY-NC 4.0). To view a copy of this license, visit
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.
Bristol University Press, Policy Press are collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve
and extend access to Engaging with Policy, Practice and Publics
This content downloaded from 203.10.91.90 on Wed, 30 Sep 2020 01:47:48 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms
99
SIx
Theorising transdisciplinary research 
encounters: energy and  
Illawarra, Australia
Gordon Waitt
Transdisciplinary research is one of the calls of our day, when 
the entire world faces the challenges of a changing climate 
and precarious access to resources. Transdisciplinary research 
offers possibilities for grappling with a series of crises related 
to how we live by asking new questions. That said, the 
promise of transdisciplinary research to deliver a concerted 
effort of social change is not separate from unequal know-
ledge regimes, including consideration of Western masculinist 
knowledge. Scientists and social scientists often stand in rela-
tion to each other in transdisciplinary projects, especially as 
inflected through differences and similarities in epistemolo-
gies and methodologies. Conducting truly transdisciplinary 
research requires that we develop a deeper understanding 
of how knowledge production, circulation and credibility 
relates to not only the political bases of research but also 
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This chapter aims to address the challenges of conducting 
transdisciplinary research by drawing upon concepts within 
feminist science and post- structuralist feminism. A  feminist 
domestic energy upgrade framework is offered as a new way to 
think about conducting transdisciplinary research. This frame-
work refers to how knowledge may be conceived as always 
partial, situated, gendered and hierarchical. Furthermore, 
current approaches to energy efficiency tend to overlook how 
embodied differences in gender, class and age influence acces-
sibility and interact with energy provision and infrastructure. 
I seek to illustrate the applications of a feminist domestic energy 
upgrade framework through an applied example as a feminist 
geographer researching domestic energy use with engineers 
and social marketers.
The chapter is structured as follows. To start, a brief back-
ground to the energy crises in Australia and the Energy+Illawarra 
project is provided. Next, I offer the feminist domestic energy 
upgrade framework, which played a decisive role in thinking 
about how knowledge related to domestic energy efficiency 
is produced, circulated and gains credibility. Then I reflect on 
my position as a feminist geographer in this transdisciplinary 
household energy- efficiency project to open up discussions 
around intersectionality and impact for policy, practice and 
publics. I focus on two research encounters. First, I will critically 
reflect on my assumptions and encounters with engineers and 
what happens when geography is positioned as an alternative 
form of knowledge. Second, I introduce the research encounter 
with a closed ‘data portal’ – a website where data is catalogued, 
analysed and stored  – generated by the Commonwealth 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) as 
an avenue of investigation into how knowledge is produced 
and shared with policy makers. To conclude, I work through 
possible conundrums that may exist between building 
future research coalitions, feminist research agendas and 
energy publics.
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Background to Energy+Illawarra project
Fuel poverty is a key challenge in the global North, and 
Australia’s older low- income households are among the most 
at risk because of surging domestic energy costs. Household 
electricity prices as of June 2017 have more than doubled 
in a decade. Domestic energy price hikes are attributed to 
uncertainty in the market, generated by a decade- long federal 
government failure to integrate climate and energy policy. 
One wake- up call was the estimate by Simshauser et al (2011) 
that, by 2030, 30 per cent of low- income households in New 
South Wales, Australia, will spend more than 10 per cent of 
their budget on energy. Pressures on domestic energy are likely 
to be exacerbated by the changing climate and social norms 
of thermal comfort. It is not at all clear, if domestic energy 
demand were left unchecked, where energy resources would 
come from to supply peak demand or the implications for 
prices, electricity grids and climate change.
In the climate and energy policy mix, energy efficiency 
is positioned by neoliberal governments as a highly cost- 
effective strategy for reducing fuel poverty, carbon footprint 
and energy insecurity. Neoliberal energy efficiency eco-
nomics plays out internationally and nationally in terms of 
engineering design, technologies and household practices. 
Since 2014 the energy efficiency economics of doing the 
same (or more) with less was endorsed by the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP, 2014). Likewise, 
in Australia, the household is an important space where 
neoliberal policies of responsible consumer citizenship are 
articulated and played out through energy star ratings of 
domestic appliances and houses. Only in 2003 were energy 
efficiency regulations introduced for Australian houses, hence 
most Australian housing, regardless of climatic location, is 
likely to need large amounts of energy for domestic heating 
or cooling.
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In 2012 the Gillard Australian Commonwealth government 
announced a series of energy efficiency funding initiatives, 
including targeting community partnerships towards low- 
income households (Low Income Energy Efficiency Program 
[LIEEP]). Energy+Illawarra was funded as part of this fed-
erally funded low- income energy efficiency programme. 
The project involved working with Regional Development 
Australia, Illawarra, Workers’ educational associations, com-
munity forums, aged care providers and older low- income 
people in the Illawarra region of New South Wales to 
support domestic energy- efficient practices and comfort and 
well- being in the home through energy upgrades of existing 
housing and community engagement programme (see Cooper 
et al, 2016). Yet, the challenge remained of how to reduce 
the amount of energy required for each household to pro-
vide and perform everyday lives without compromising their 
health and well- being, within specific climatic, housing and 
social preconditions.
Titled ‘Energy Efficiency in the 3rd Age’ (EE3A) and 
branded Energy+Illawarra for the social marketing campaign, 
this project was a community- led energy efficiency trial 
funded through the Australian government’s Low Income 
Energy Efficiency Program from 2015 to 2016. The pro-
ject was one of 20 trials across Australia ‘to support groups 
of service providers to demonstrate smarter energy use in 
low income households across Australia’. The domestic 
energy challenges of the Illawarra are representative of many 
Australian coastal regions with a temperate climate (mean 
afternoon summer temperature around 23 °C and mean 
night- time winter temperature around 9 °C) and an ageing 
population that had grown rapidly in the 1960s as a result 
of migration primarily from the UK and Europe. In the 
Illawarra, as in the rest of Australia, the absence of energy 
building rating standards at the time allowed builders, or 
migrants themselves, to construct low- density and low- cost 
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fibro- clad housing without attention to insulation, passive 
heating or cooling. Coal- fuelled power stations, supplied by 
abundant reserves of low- cost domestic coal, ensured that 
domestic energy supplies were among the lowest in Western 
nations. In the Illawarra, ineffective and inefficient domestic 
winter warming practices are often exacerbated because of 
a shared cultural understanding of this as a summer place, 
despite night- time temperatures during the winter months 
falling below 8 °C for 10 per cent of winter days over the 
past 15 years (Hitchings et al, 2015). While households are 
often well versed in strategies to stay cool over the summer, 
winter warming practices tend to be more ad hoc (Hitchings 
et al, 2015).
Energy+Illawarra was conceived as a community- led project 
that involved social marketers, human geographers, engin-
eers, the regional development agency, community service 
providers, aged care providers and local councils. Each of 
these stakeholders had important project roles. Three trials 
and associated activities were carried out: (1) a tailored social 
marketing programme to 830 households; (2)  customised 
energy efficiency retrofits to a subset of 185 of 830 households; 
and (3) energy efficiency workshops and leadership capacity 
building courses. The project was not one in which people 
working in different paradigms could work in isolation – the 
project team had to acknowledge that disciplinary knowledge 
produces different rather than similar understandings of the 
challenge. The project’s mixed- methods design employed 
energy audits, a baseline and two follow- up surveys of 
household energy attitudes, knowledge and behaviours, and 
focus groups alongside energy sensory ethnographies that 
combined semi- structured interviews, videos and follow- up 
conversations. The social marketing programme consisted of a 
multilevel and multi- component strategic social marketing pro-
gramme including newsletters, narrative videos, Liquid Crystal 
Display video brochures, small energy- efficient products, a 
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project website, social media activity on Twitter and Facebook, 
community events, media relations and media advocacy, stake-
holder advocacy (for example with energy retailers) and policy 
advocacy with local and national government.1 The Energy 
Upgrade Program involved generating tailored household 
retrofits by drawing upon the energy audits of the building 
physicists and engineers, hand in hand with the energy sensory 
ethnographies conducted by the human geographers. Energy 
upgrades involved the installation of a range of energy- saving 
technologies selected from a list that included roof/ floor insu-
lation, pipe lagging, blinds, fridges and heat pumps.
A feminist domestic energy upgrade framework
I offer the notion of a feminist domestic energy upgrade 
framework to open up discussions for those researching 
with others in academia and impact on policy, practice and 
publics. The notion of a feminist domestic energy upgrade 
framework builds upon feminist science and post- structuralist 
feminist geography, analysing situated knowledges, gender 
dynamics and alternative knowledges marginalised through 
unequal power relationships. I  draw on some concepts 
from the feminist literature and develop a domestic energy 
upgrade framework to think about how certain know-
ledge may be privileged for energy efficiency. To help 
think through the unevenness of energy upgrades I use the 
following concepts:  ‘situated knowledge’, ‘materialities’, 
‘performativity’ and ‘intersectionality’. Situated know-
ledge refers to the social context of knowledge production 
(Harding, 1992). This concept alerts us to the potential for 
certain knowledges to be privileged over others, for example, 
in this project understanding energy and energy efficiency. 
Materialities bring to the fore how bodies are folded in and 
through the relationships that constitute spaces.
Hence, in this project energy upgrades depend not only 
on the design of the building but also on the everyday 
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practices and experiences of those who must dwell in them. 
Performativity brings to the fore how categories of social 
identity are stabilised through the repetition of cultural norms, 
and highlights how energy upgrades can not be separated from 
subjectivities. Intersectionality is helpful for thinking about 
how power, perspectives and subjectivities are shaped along the 
intersecting lines of gender, ethnicity, class and age (see Moss 
and Falconer Al- Hindi, 2008). Thus, energy use produces 
intersections between gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality and 
disabilities via differential consumption practices. I find these 
concepts helpful for thinking about whose knowledge is 
prioritised in energy policy making, in order to better under-
stand the reciprocal relationships between energy, housing, 
households and policy.
The domestic energy upgrade framework refers, first, to 
how knowledge related to households’ energy consumption 
is produced, circulated and gains credibility and authority. 
Questions are asked as to how household energy efficiency 
came to be important and through what epistemological and 
ontological processes domestic energy is known. Second, it 
refers to the gendering of household subjectivities and recip-
rocal relationships that make and remake the house as home. 
That domestic energy consumption becomes gendered at all 
is noteworthy given the ways in which dominant cultural 
norms around a family (heteropatriarchy) co- constitutes 
home- related work, identities and knowledge (Blunt and 
Dowling, 2006). Third, it reveals alternative perspectives or 
marginalised knowledges (McDowell, 1992) that may help us 
to imagine different futures. At a time when the challenges 
of fuel poverty demand engagement and require urgent 
attention, these three dimensions have important implications 
for transdisciplinary energy research practice, energy policy 
and energy publics. In proposing this framework, I  follow 
Coddington’s (2015, p  215) lead, and build on a feminist 
‘history of boundary breaking ideas [that] makes possible the 
present- day spaces where feminist geographers explore power, 
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justice and knowledge production, ideas that encompass but 
also surpass a focus on gender’.
Encountering engineers: knowledge of domestic energy efficiency
A feminist energy upgrade framework builds on feminist 
science studies to understand how gendered inequalities and 
power structures are embedded in science. The history of the 
field of domestic energy illustrates how scientific practices 
and results are gendered. Energy discourse is a stereotypic-
ally ‘masculine’ one that is historically defined by a view of 
‘scientifically objective’ knowledge to classify, measure and 
ideally model household energy consumption as if it were 
predictable and knowable rather than chaotic, unpredictable 
and dynamic.
The energy expert is normally positioned as a physical 
scientist or an economist (see Chapter Four in this volume). 
The physical scientist speaks to charged electrons, protons 
and the laws of physics and physical units to quantify energy 
use. Much engineering laboratory work involves a lack of 
interest in the subject to generate supposed objectivity and 
therefore ignores the situated knowledge and geography of 
science (Livingstone, 2003). Accordingly, an understanding of 
energy efficiency may be achieved by studying the building 
itself and its constituent technologies. Engineers measure the 
physical attributes of the building and electrical appliances, and 
introduce more efficient structures or appliances as a solution 
to the ‘problem’ of domestic energy overuse. Knowledge of 
energy efficiency is then derived from complex computer 
modelling which simulates various scenarios for testing 
hypotheses, based on mathematical abstractions and composed 
of variables and equations, and digital representations of the 
spaces and technologies.
Economists are often positioned as experts and given a key 
role in energy policy and publics by quantitative modelling 
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of domestic energy, using measurable units (for example 
kWh) to quantify heating costs for different groups of users 
(Spreng, 2014). In market- driven governance decisions, such 
a conceptualisation of energy efficiency is part of an energy 
science- to- policy paradigm that paralyses public agency by 
positioning science as the authoritative voice (Cooper, 2017). 
Yet, this supposed scientific objectivity of energy modelling 
can render people as essentialised, passive and static, merely 
cogs in a machine who respond logically to stimuli and exhibit 
behaviours that can be abstracted and tested. Techno- scientific 
control is a dominant trope in energy efficiency knowledge 
and is highly gendered. Energy policies are often informed by 
the dominant discourse of ecological modernisation which 
advocates for the use of technological advances to bring 
about lower energy bills, energy efficiency and lower carbon 
footprints in a win- win- win situation. For example, the instal-
lation of smart energy meters is often advocated in policy to 
motivate ‘good’ – that is, more efficient – household behaviours 
(see Darby, 2012). In this masculinist atmosphere, alternative 
knowledges, practitioners and methods are marginalised. Yet, 
as noted by Strengers (2013), smart meters do not challenge 
the social practices that householders consider immutable. 
Dominant responses to energy efficiency often display a mascu-
line focus towards supply- side- driven technological solutions.
What can feminist scholarship offer to inspire a richer 
interplay between the physical and social sciences in energy 
research? Feminist scholars argue that all knowledge claims 
are socially situated, and hence can only be partial (Haraway 
1998; Harding, 1986). To strengthen methodological rigour 
and the genuine co- production of knowledge, researchers 
must therefore reflect on their position in the social matrix 
(see Chapter Eight in this volume). This method remains a key 
component of feminist research frameworks, despite critiques 
of the limits of reflexivity (Rose, 1997). Indeed, critiques help 
extend what the process of self- reflective thinking entails, 
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including what it means to embody research through gestures, 
language and clothes.
Given my foreknowledge about analytical- quantitative 
science, it was with a sense of unease that I first met with the 
engineers. As a feminist geographer who questions positivist 
forms of knowledge production, I think energy efficiency is 
too narrowly focused on kilowatts alone. Instead, I approach 
domestic energy with a research agenda to open up who can 
and cannot participate in energy efficiency policy making. 
This leads to key questions such as:
• Who produces knowledge on ‘energy’ and ‘energy 
efficiency’?
• How is energy enrolled by the one who does the work of 
home making?
• How is energy use always a more than human achievement?
• Who is able to access energy and why?
• How can access to energy be improved?
The gendered context of home, which often disproportion-
ately implicates women, in a heteronormative family, as carers 
and provisioners is not separable from domestic use. Practices 
of care that constitute a place to call home are conceived 
as extending beyond humans to include pets, plants and 
objects. Furthermore, the house as home that I conceived of 
is embodied through the routine movements of the body that 
engaged all the senses.
A feminist domestic energy upgrade framework underscores 
that there is no one world ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered 
by employing the ‘correct’ methods to reveal accurate know-
ledge about the why, where and how of fuel poverty. Instead, 
interactions between the different elements of situated know-
ledge, materiality, performativity and intersectionality help 
produce the problematic under scrutiny – that of fuel pov-
erty. In practical terms, this meant that my starting point was 
opening a dialogue between various epistemic foundations 
This content downloaded from 203.10.91.90 on Wed, 30 Sep 2020 01:47:48 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms
THEORISING TRANSDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH ENCOUNTERS
109
of knowledge on energy, and specifically fuel poverty. 
Consequently, the methods I  employed included narrative 
storytelling and sensory ethnographies. I  have sought to 
create narratives of domestic energy relationships that speak 
back to science and that are produced by approaching energy 
through a sense of place, the personal, affective connections 
and emotional responses. In sum, household energy use may be 
meaningful and significant through, for example, care practices 
beyond statistical models of doing the same with less.
Interpreted through the language of feminist science 
(Harding, 1992), a feminist domestic energy upgrade frame-
work seeks that researchers accept a plurality of situated 
knowledge. No longer are older low- income households 
preconfigured as vulnerable, but instead they are repositioned 
as specialists in their everyday domestic energy use. The lead 
engineer on Energy+Illawarra, Paul Cooper, never questioned 
the knowledge of lower- income households and storytelling. 
He was comfortable with accepting the plurality of knowledge 
that is valid in its own context, and that morals related to energy 
use may be expected to vary between and across cultures by 
age, class and ethnicity. I learned later that Paul has a long- 
standing academic interest in unequal social relationships and 
systems of power discrepancies.
An important lesson arises for those who are less fortunate 
in their research encounters with scientists. Such know-
ledge diversification may be met with resistance from some 
stakeholders, given that energy narratives challenge the existing 
power relationships held by engineers and economists as 
experts within energy efficiency research (see Chapter Five 
in this volume). Even so, with the lead of Barry and Born 
(2013), a feminist domestic energy upgrade framework is 
driven by a ‘logic of innovation’ in which new energy lives 
are fashioned through the conflict of agendas. For instance, 
in the Energy+Illawarra project this plurality of knowledges 
sometimes required adopting a feminist praxis that insists on 
intense negotiation over contested issues and positions, which 
This content downloaded from 203.10.91.90 on Wed, 30 Sep 2020 01:47:48 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms
ENGAGING WITH POLICY, PRACTICE AND PUBLICS
110
triggers self- reflexivity, mutual learning and the co- generation 
of new knowledge. In such moments, the goal is not to force 
engineers to believe that appliances such as refrigerators may be 
full of emotional meaning and sustain reciprocal human– home 
relationships. Nor, in our case, must residents put faith solely 
in engineers’ computer- generated- models in their decision to 
change appliances or the material fabric of their homes.
Instead, our goal should be to understand that knowledge 
is always underpinned by unequal social power relationships 
and value judgements. Addressing power discrepancies means 
making these value judgements transparent and accessible, and 
submitting them to debate to generate a mutual learning pro-
cess. In doing so we subscribed to Harding’s (1992) concept 
of ‘strong objectivity’ by encouraging researchers to reflect 
on their social situatedness and on the implications their 
intersectionality had on their paradigm, power, position and 
policy perspective. In practice, there were several implications. 
First, the possible energy retrofits were modified through 
conducting the sensory ethnography. Second, the types of 
energy upgrades were tailored by the engineering team to 
ensure that the house was still felt and understood to be a home. 
Finally, the social marketing programme to reduce domestic 
energy use included the voices of participants.
Encounters with a data portal and beyond: collective video storytelling
A data portal was the key site of encounter with the Australian 
federal government. The houses of older low- income people 
are framed through the data portal as an ‘experimental space’, 
as the basis for an energy policy based on scientific work rather 
than as home. Household data from the energy audit conducted 
by engineers and a building physicist were uploaded to a data 
portal managed by CSIRO, including measures of half- hourly 
indoor air temperature and the air permeability of buildings. 
Alternative knowledges derived from energy household eth-
nographies were marginalised as perhaps too messy for the data 
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portal, limiting who could and who could not participate in 
energy policy. The quantitative data of indoor air temperature 
lack the gendered division of household labour and the emo-
tional and sensory interactions with houses as homes. Knowledge 
production is restricted to a specific group of scientists. The data 
portal reconfigured the lines between authority and science. To 
be credible, energy policy relied only upon measures of physical 
attributes. Within the context of the data portal, energy effi-
ciency is reconfigured as a largely scientific problem. Alternative 
knowledges are marginalised in this context, restricting the well- 
documented research and policy benefits derived from troubling 
the authority of science, including the types of questions asked 
and the diversity of methods employed.
How do we bridge the perceived gulf between social science 
and science? How do we unsettle dominant narratives and 
representations of energy efficiency which tend to privilege 
prediction, cost– benefit analyses and quantification? As part 
of our community engagement strategy, our ‘experimental 
work’ turned to narrative and what we termed ‘collective video 
storytelling’ as a form of engagement with domestic energy 
use in its everyday context.
Narratives are well established in the feminist literature for 
documenting and giving voice to marginalised groups, including 
older low- income households (see Waitt and Gorman- Murray, 
2011). Furthermore, narratives are celebrated in the feminist 
literature for capturing the messiness and contradictions of 
everyday life. As Groves et al (2016) illustrate, narratives retain 
the unfolding details of a context, giving insights into how 
energy is enrolled to sustain places as homely. For example, 
energy narratives provide insights into the subjective, the pro-
visional, the excluded and the unforeseen dimensions of the 
ways in which energy is used to make, and remake, places called 
home (see Galvin 2013; Reeve et al, 2013).
Alongside these applications, our interest was in taking 
narratives a step further in energy research. How could 
scientific knowledge from engineers about how ‘best’ to 
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use energy be socialised by harnessing energy narratives to 
encourage self- reflection and mobilise change? To answer 
this question, we embraced van Laer et al’s (2014) case for 
the potential of storytelling for self- reflexivity and changing 
everyday practices. As van Laer et al (2014, p 799) posit, the 
potential of new realties are purposefully created through an 
ontological logic:
the story- receiver’s consumption of the story through 
which he or she does not just read the story but also 
makes it readable in the first place … in short a narrative 
is a story the consumer interprets in accordance with his 
or her prior knowledge, attention, personality, demo-
graphics, and significant others.
Rather than the story receiver revealing an objective world, 
we take van Laer et al’s (2014) definition of narrative as refer-
ring to an interpretation process that encourages reflection 
on how the listener dwells in their world. The production 
of the videos involved socialising the scientific knowledge of 
engineers by addressing ten key concerns identified during 
11 focus groups with 55 older low- income people that 
elicited narratives regarding energy use, energy efficiency and 
everyday practices. The script for each video wove together 
extracts of the stories told to us about their energy concerns 
in the focus groups, which arose from different domestic 
energy practices (such as cooking, lighting, heating, cooling 
and refrigeration).
After van Laer et al (2014), our collective video storytelling 
contained three key elements that relate to the storyteller: iden-
tifiable characters (the story receiver can know and feel the 
world in a similar way), relatable (the story plot connects with 
the audience’s life experience) and verisimilitude (believ-
ability).2 For each energy home- making practice, collective 
video storytelling was used to meld together the claims of 
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engineering sciences, predominantly cognitive concerns (evi-
dence, reason, practical efficacy), with the embodied, aesthetic, 
moral, economic, political and personal concerns of older low- 
income residents. Animations in the video were designed to 
blend the scientific knowledge and recommendations of the 
engineers in our team with the narratives of participants. In 
effect, we were encouraging viewers to consider how domestic 
appliance narratives are produced, circulated and given cred-
ibility. More broadly, the video contests the perceived gap 
between scientific and lay knowledge of domestic energy 
use, which are seen as mutually exclusive; teaches viewers 
about energy consumption; and opens up conversations about 
expertise. Viewers were not told what do to but instead were 
invited to reflect on the personal experience of a domestic 
practice. When participants, aged care housing providers and 
health and community workers encountered our video books, 
they played a decisive role in opening up conversations around 
domestic energy use.
Collective video storytelling thus responded to calls for a 
new modus operandi to bring together divergent epistemic 
foundations of energy knowledge from the social and phys-
ical sciences to create new energy realities formed from dia-
logue, reflexivity and learning from clashes in ontology or our 
understandings of ‘reality’ (Castree and Waitt, 2017). In the 
context of collective video storytelling the scientific know-
ledge to help reduce energy use and bills makes social sense. 
Engineers can thereby play a central role in opening up rather 
than closing down discussion within households as to what 
is feasible and socially desirable by bringing together lay and 
scientific narratives.
Intersectional dynamics: impact for energy research practice,  
policy and publics
In the context of a project on fuel poverty, I have put forward 
a case for thinking through transdisciplinary research through a 
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feminist domestic energy upgrade framework. Informed by the 
work of feminist scientists and post- structuralist feminist human 
geographers, such a framework draws on the importance of the 
notion of intersectionality, alongside those of performativity, 
materiality, relationality and situated knowledge. In a project 
on fuel poverty that engaged with engineers, different dis-
ciplinary knowledges shaped the research encounter. I argue 
for a feminist domestic energy upgrade framework to better 
understand this research engagement through presenting two 
research encounters: the first with the discipline of engineering, 
and the second with the data portal of the federal government. 
These encounters illustrate the ways in which intersectionality, 
together with situated knowledges, may reproduce or contest 
conventional approaches to knowledge about domestic energy 
research practice, policy and publics.
First, my research encounters with engineers underscored 
that there is much that human geographers, sociologists and 
anthropologists can learn from building physicists, including 
how different materials store and release energy, the operations 
of reverse- cycle air conditioning and thermal dynamics. 
Equally, engineers have much to learn about how domestic 
appliances are not purchased solely for energy efficiency, 
or turned on and off purely for thermal comfort; they are 
entangled in how people think of themselves as healthy, thrifty 
and independent; as hosts; and in terms of how they make 
homely homes. A feminist domestic energy upgrade frame-
work identifies the ongoing need for energy knowledge formed 
from dialogue across the social and physical sciences to better 
understand energy publics.
Second, my research encounter with the data portal 
highlighted the ways in which neoliberal politics and a gen-
dered discourse of science and knowledge dominate the pro-
duction of household energy knowledge within the Australian 
domestic energy policy realm as ‘energy efficiency’. The dom-
inant understanding of household energy is that of science, 
which is not a neutral representation. Our experimentation 
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with collective video narratives responded to calls that advo-
cate for a shift in research and policy from technological and 
quantitative measures that conceive of energy in terms of 
kilowatt hours. No longer is energy simply energy; instead, 
energy is conceived as a means by which people sustain the 
everyday routines and habits that enable them to call a place 
home. Attention in the collective video storytelling turned to 
bringing everyday lay knowledge of energy into conversation 
with the knowledge of engineers. In doing so, the aim was to 
encourage individual householders to reflect on expectations 
of how energy is used, or not used, around the home to sustain 
their sense of home, self and well- being. The collective video 
storytelling worked against portraying householders as passive 
victims by encouraging audiences to reflect upon about how 
the disparate capabilities of home making (cooking, washing, 
doing the laundry, keeping warm/ cool) are mediated and co- 
constituted through unequal social power relationships.
To conclude, I finish on the conundrum between building 
future research coalitions and feminist research agendas. 
Despite the enthusiasm for our collective video narratives as 
part of our social marketing campaign, I am mindful of how 
structures of power and masculinists’ knowledge discourses 
continue to dominate research engagements with the federal 
government. Policy makers responded favourably in meetings 
to non- traditional experts within the collective video story-
telling. Yet the advice for writing up our final report was to 
focus on the epistemic power of cost– benefit analysis through 
reporting the most cost- effective energy upgrades. The report 
responds to the question ‘What is the most cost- effective 
energy upgrade policy for low- income households?’ The 
narratives of older low- income participants were to be drawn 
upon as illustrative examples that single out experiences that 
might appeal to the minister. And, in doing so, the final report 
overlooked capitalist agendas and structures that are integral to 
energy injustices (Sovacool, 2015). There is still much work 
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to do on how feminist- informed research can impact energy 
research and policy.
Notes
 1 See www.energyplusillawarra.com.au
 2 See www.energyplusillawarra.com.au
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